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EIGHTEENTH- AND NINETEENTH-CENTURY 
CORONATIONS AND INAUGURATIONS 
IN THE HABSBURG MONARCHY
Why Do Th ey Matter?
d
Klaas Van Gelder
Royal rites and ceremonies appeal very strongly to the imagination of people 
worldwide. Millions of tourists gaze at the St. Edward’s Crown, the Imperial 
State Crown, and the other regalia in the London Tower each year. Many peo-
ple know the scenes of Elizabeth II’s coronation in 1953, which are frequently 
shown in the media. Documentary fi lms such as Th e Coronation by BBC One, 
broadcast in May 2018 on the occasion of the sixty-fi fth jubilee of the crowning 
and featuring the Queen reminiscing about her father’s and her own coronation, 
only add to the appeal of these rare events. Th e same allure can be observed in 
the case of the imperial crowns in Vienna’s Schatzkammer and the St. Stephen’s 
Crown of Hungary in the parliament building in Budapest—the latter referred to 
as the embodiment of “the constitutional continuity of Hungary’s statehood and 
the unity of the nation” in the country’s “fundamental law” dating from 2011.1
Analogously to popular fascination, scholarly interest in rituals accompanying 
and substantiating the start of a new reign—and more generally in symbolic 
communication—has increased steadily over the past three to four decades. New 
insights into the signifi cance of ritual and ceremony for power relations have in-
duced new generations of historians and art historians to reconsider coronations 
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and inaugurations. Th ey have realized that these performances were not merely 
dazzling trivialities; they carried constitutional, political, and social meaning. In 
the premodern society, where power was eff ective only when it was visible, these 
inaugural rites helped to end the risky interregnum following the death of a ruler 
and stabilize the position of his or her successor. Edward Muir classifi es corona-
tions among those rites that enacted kingship as opposed to representing it. In 
his view, they were among the most important rites of passage—together with 
royal funerals—that made princely succession possible. Nevertheless, Muir also 
indicates that coronations were part of a string of rituals during the interregnum 
period, such as joyous entries, the dressing of the new prince in regal attire, and 
anointing.2 As we will see in the diff erent chapters in this volume, this ritual 
complex actually fused rites of enactment and representation. In the modern 
era, coronations then acquired new functions like uniting the nation around its 
dynasty or sanctioning the transition toward parliamentary monarchy.
Despite the recent upsurge in historical interest, signifi cant gaps remain. Th is 
holds true fi rst and foremost from a geographical perspective. Long-term analyses 
examining the actual meaning of specifi c early modern and modern coronations 
and the transformations they underwent have appeared for several countries. 
Richard Jackson was a pioneer with his monograph on the French coronations 
from Charles V to Charles X.3 Equally ambitious are Roy Strong’s magnifi cently 
illustrated book on English coronations4 and Richard Wortman’s analysis of Rus-
sian royal ritual and ceremony from Peter the Great to Nicholas II, including the 
czarist coronations.5 A research project on the Hungarian coronations under su-
pervision of Géza Pálff y has been running at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences 
since 2012.6 When we look at inaugurations, casuistic inquiries are the norm, 
though exceptions exist for the German and Swiss area and the Burgundian and 
Spanish Habsburg Netherlands.7 Nevertheless, historians seem to have largely 
neglected most of the lands of the sprawling Habsburg Monarchy,8 an entity that 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries at least temporarily covered all or 
almost all of present-day Austria, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slove-
nia, Croatia, Belgium, and Luxembourg, as well as signifi cant parts of Germany, 
Romania, Ukraine, Serbia, Italy, and Poland, and even parts of the Netherlands 
and Switzerland.9 Th is neglect is all the more regrettable because the rulers of this 
composite monarchy—more than any other princes—participated in countless 
inaugural rites personally or through representatives; a rough estimation yields 
some one hundred of them between 1700 and 1848.10
Historical interest has been unevenly divided not just geographically but 
also chronologically. Even a superfi cial glance at the existing body of literature 
on princely investitures shows a bias toward the Late Middle Ages and the fi rst 
half of the early modern period, roughly spanning the mid-fi fteenth to the mid-
seventeenth century. Several works that do examine a longer time frame end with 
the turn to the eighteenth century, despite evident continuities beyond it.11 Th e 
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rare long-term analyses covering the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such 
as Matthias Schwengelbeck’s book on inaugurations in Germany, confi rm this 
impression.12
Th is book therefore proposes to bring to the fore both the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries and the Habsburg realm. It argues fi rstly that the countless 
inaugurations and coronations constituted and remained an integral part of the 
Habsburg conception of rule until the dissolution of the Estates in 1848, and to a 
lesser degree even beyond. It was precisely the existence of these Estates and their 
vital role in the state apparatus that necessitated special rites of investiture estab-
lishing mutual rights and duties between the Estates and the prince and warrant-
ing the continuation of their collaboration. Th ese rites both mirrored (“repre-
sented”) and helped perpetuate (“enacted”) the composite character of the mon-
archy and the contractual nature of its administration, as Petr Maťa explains in 
the fi rst chapter of this volume. He presents a broad chronological overview that 
includes the entire early modern period and supplies the background for the ensu-
ing chapters dealing with one or more specifi c eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
inaugurations or coronations. Maťa demonstrates the uniqueness of the unpar-
alleled number of enthronements that the Austrian Habsburgs participated in. 
Th e only other monarchy coming close to their prolifi cacy was Spain, though 
the number of inaugural rites on the Iberian Peninsula did not match that in 
which the Central European Habsburgs were involved. Of course, numbers do 
not explain everything. Th e signifi cance of individual investitures could change 
over time and diff ered from one territory to another. Moreover, the exact time at 
which an inauguration or coronation took place is often very telling. Th ey could 
occur quickly after a new ruler assumed power, or at a later stage when he or she 
needed support from the Estates or local administrations for specifi c policies.
Secondly, this volume asserts that inaugural rites in the Habsburg Monarchy 
more often than not retained their constitutional, political, and social signifi -
cance and did not degenerate into mere spectacles glorifying new princes. In the 
late twentieth century, several historians took such a putative loss of meaning 
for granted,13 whereas twenty-fi rst-century scholarship usually emphasizes the 
continued relevance of rites and ceremonies in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. What the chapters in this volume aim to highlight, however, is what 
specifi c roles coronations and inaugurations played in the diff erent lands of the 
Habsburg Monarchy.
It cannot be denied that starting with Leopold I, the Habsburgs interrupted 
the tradition of some inaugurations—and even some coronations, most nota-
bly under Joseph II. Th is demonstrates that by the late seventeenth century, 
Habsburg rule was suffi  ciently strong and considered legitimate enough that ne-
glecting some investitures no longer posed any problems. It is almost certainly 
no coincidence that this happened primarily in some of the central territories 
of the monarchy such as Moravia, Styria, and Upper Austria—and not in Hun-
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gary, where royal power was less secure, or in the faraway Netherlands with their 
self-confi dent and fi nancially very potent Estates. However, the fact that the 
Habsburgs retained many rites of investiture is telling as well, for it proves that 
these events held advantages for both the ruler and the representative bodies 
of specifi c territories. Even Joseph II’s refusal to participate in many investiture 
rituals shows how important they still were—he avoided them precisely because 
he understood their binding character very well. Even if his successors Leopold II 
and Francis II had wished to do so, they could not have followed in his footsteps. 
Joseph’s policies had caused so much discontent that organizing the contractual 
rites of investiture became an essential element of his successors’ appeasement 
policy, as I argue in my chapter on the Austrian Netherlands. Just as revealing is 
the fact that in 1790, Tyrol hosted an inauguration for the fi rst time since 1711.
Foregoing such rites once, therefore, did not necessarily mean eliminating 
them forever. Th e political turmoil in the late eighteenth century—the French 
Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars in the fi rst place, but also political and social 
unrest in various Habsburg lands—even led to a genuine revival of coronations 
and inaugurations attended by members of the House of Austria, as William 
D. Godsey argues in Chapter 9. Th is revival included performing rites that had 
existed for many generations, but also staging redesigned versions of previously 
abandoned rites such as the Lombardo-Venetian coronation in 1838. Moreover, 
the meaning of these rites changed considerably in the early nineteenth century. 
A rather diff erent aff air was the puzzling Galician inauguration of 1772, which 
had no precursor whatsoever: it was an invention necessary to integrate a newly 
acquired territory into the Austrian state system, as Miloš Řezník’s contribution 
demonstrates. Th e continued organization of coronations and inaugurations im-
plies that they were not meaningless for contemporaries. Rather, their survival 
suggests that centuries-old ritual could successfully be adapted to new political 
circumstances, as all authors in this volume agree.
Before turning to the reasons for the aforementioned historiographical neglect 
and some considerations as to why these rites should be taken seriously, it seems 
requisite to briefl y explain what the authors in this volume mean when they 
write about “coronations” and “inaugurations” (also called “acts of homage” or 
“acclamations”; German: Huldigungen). Both types of inaugural or investiture 
rites were functional equivalents that ritually enacted the assumption of power 
by a new ruler. Coronations implied a royal or imperial title and usually also the 
anointing of the protagonist and the placement of a crown on the head, all of 
which were mostly absent in the case of inaugurations. In Bohemia, acts of hom-
age had been part of the coronation festivities since 1627 (see fi gure 0.1). Th is 
meant that the Bohemian coronation also involved a contractual aspect, for a key 
element of many late medieval and early modern homages was an exchange of 
oaths between the new ruler and his or her subjects—oaths to protect the coun-
try’s privileges and liberties versus oaths of allegiance to the new prince.
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It is hazardous to assess coronations as more important than inaugurations 
by defi nition. For sure, in the hierarchy of titles, the Roman emperor ranked 
highest on the European continent, followed by kings.14 Th e imperial corona-
tion was even more important politically due to the fact that the Empire was 
an elective monarchy. Nevertheless, as has been mentioned before, Habsburg 
coronations sometimes implied an accompanying inauguration, like in Bohemia. 
Th e inauguration guaranteed the contractual bond between ruler and subjects. 
In many territories, inaugurations were independent events—and in those cases, 
the rulers did not necessarily deem them inferior or less important. One specifi c 
inauguration should be counted among the investitures standing out for their 
importance: the inauguration in Lower Austria, the archduchy surrounding Vi-
enna. As William D. Godsey argued in a 2005 essay, it was—together with the 
Hungarian coronation—the only investiture that always took place after 1700 
with the exception of Joseph II. Moreover, from 1700 onward it was the fi rst 
investiture any new Habsburg ruler underwent, and it took place in Vienna, the 
capital of the Habsburg Monarchy since the early seventeenth century. It was 
therefore the only enthronement directly linked to their accession. Together with 
the coronations in Hungary and Bohemia, these Lower Austrian acts of homage 
served as stabilizing events for the new Habsburg ruler and were consequently 
Figure 0.1. Th e Estates of Bohemia pledging obedience to Maria Th eresa in Prague 
in 1743. Engraving by Johann Josef Dietzler and Michael Heinrich Rentz (Vienna, 
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv und Graphiksammlung, 107199 C).
More than Mere Spectacle 
Coronations and Inaugurations in the Habsburg Monarchy during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries 
Edited by Klaas Van Gelder 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/VanGelderMore
6  |  Klaas Van Gelder
upgraded during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Due to the gradual 
abolishment of ever more investitures in the other Austrian territories, such as 
Styria, Carinthia, or Upper Austria, the inauguration in Vienna even acquired 
supraregional signifi cance.15
Th e terms “coronation” and “inauguration” both commonly refer to a series 
of rites that together lifted the new ruler to full power. A wide range of regional 
variations existed, but some components are almost always encountered: a cer-
emonial entrance into the city, artillery salvos and bell ringing, high masses and 
Te Deums, and the handing over of the regalia. Consecrations—the most famous 
being the French sacre or anointing with holy oil that gave the French kings thau-
maturgic power—also constituted key elements of various European coronations 
since the Middle Ages.16 Th ey granted the prince a quasi-sacred aura. Pivotal for 
the Habsburgs in this context were the consecrations of the emperor and the 
king of Hungary. Celebrations involving all groups of society followed the offi  cial 
parts of the enthronements and comprised wine fountains, fi reworks, illumina-
tions, the throwing of coins and medals to the crowds, and of course banquets, 
balls, concerts, and theater.
After 1700, the members of the House of Austria, residing in Vienna and 
ruling a gamut of lands with diff erent constitutions and dissimilar relations to 
the center of power, apparently still deemed it appropriate or even important 
to organize inaugural rites or participate in them. How can we relate this to the 
remarkable neglect of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century coronations and in-
augurations in historiography? To a considerable degree, sneering contemporary 
observations may have accounted for later misinterpretation. See, for example, 
the scathing assessment by Frederick II of the 1701 coronation of his grandfather, 
who crowned himself Frederick I, king in Prussia:
He [Frederick I] mistook vanities for true greatness. He was more concerned with ap-
pearances than with useful things that are soundly made. He sacrifi ced thirty thousand 
subjects in diff erent wars of the emperor and allies in order to provide himself with the 
royal crown. He only desired the crown so fervently because he needed a superfi cial 
pretext to justify his weakness for ceremony and his wasteful extravagance.17
Even though Frederick II modifi ed his judgment by acknowledging the impor-
tance of the royal dignity for the Prussian state in the long run, the tone was set. 
Similarly disdainful statements were made by others elsewhere as well. In 1758, 
the cameralist thinker and lawyer Johann Heinrich Gottlob von Justi called cor-
onations and inaugurations “bloß äußerliche Ceremonien” (“mere outward cere-
monies”). In his opinion, they had been invented to underline the subjects’ obli-
gation of loyalty toward their rulers, but were dispensable for the establishment 
of the new reign.18 In 1774, the philosopher Marquis of Condorcet wrote to 
the equally skeptical French controller-general of fi nances, Anne Robert Jacques 
Turgot:
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[It would be timely] to destroy the prejudice which fi xes the destiny of the fate of the 
city of Reims, ensures that an oil considered to work miracles (according to a fable 
rejected by every critic) is used there, adds to the false opinion of a virtue no less 
fabulous, and could also contribute to the impression that this ceremony, which adds 
nothing to the rights of the monarch, is necessary.19
Th is quotation illustrates the raging debate about the miraculous powers of the 
French kings as a result of their anointing, the aforementioned sacre—miraculous 
powers that were used to heal those suff ering from scrofula by royal touch and 
became the target of increasing ridicule during the eighteenth century. Voltaire 
bluntly stated that he lost his belief in these royal healing powers on learning 
that one of the sun king’s mistresses had died of scrofula despite having been 
copiously touched by the king.20 Perhaps the best embodiment of the growing 
tendency toward contempt for ritual and ceremony was Emperor Joseph II, who 
was notorious for his aversion for ceremony. He dropped the traditional court 
dress and reduced the amount of everyday ceremony at court;21 and after be-
ing crowned king of the Romans in Frankfurt in 1764, he never participated in 
another coronation or inauguration. To be sure, such repudiation of ritual had 
already occurred before: as early as the sixteenth century, Erasmus of Rotterdam 
and Th omas Cranmer expressed doubts concerning the effi  cacy of the coronation 
ritual and the healing powers bestowed upon kings by anointing with holy oil. 
Ritual-opposing stances seem to have become much more common in the eigh-
teenth century, however.22
Th ese and other observations led historians to believe that coronations and in-
augurations in the eighteenth century developed into hollow pageantry—if they 
were not abolished altogether. Th ese statements, however, are in sharp contrast to 
the eff orts and amounts of money dedicated to these investitures. In fact, huge 
sums were invested into dozens of coronations and inaugurations held throughout 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe. One account of the aforementioned 
Prussian coronation in 1701 states that thirty thousand horses were needed to 
transport the king, his family, and his entire court from Berlin to Königsberg and 
back. Th e retinue of Frederick I and his wife Sophia Charlotte of Hanover alone 
required three hundred carriages and carts, and the crown for the queen cost 
three hundred thousand Taler. Estimations of the total cost of all ceremonies and 
festivities surrounding the coronation amount to six million Taler—twice the 
annual revenues of the Hohenzollern administration.23 Th e sacre of Louis XVI in 
Reims in 1774 was less extravagant, with a cost ceiling of nine hundred thousand 
livres. Rumor had it, however, that the actual costs ran as high as a stunning 
seven million livres, which contributed to discrediting the monarchy given the 
fi nancial instability and staggering debt of the French state.24 Th e cost of the fi ve 
months’ progress and coronation of Charles VI in Bohemia in 1723 amounted 
to slightly more than one million Rhenish guilders. After subtracting the usual 
costs and salaries of the court, a little more than 625,000 guilders remain as ex-
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traordinary costs for the coronation. Contemporaries apparently considered this 
sum reasonable.25 Entirely diff erent were the British reactions to the extravagance 
of George IV’s coronation in 1821. Th e king wished to outdo the magnifi cence 
of Napoleon’s coronation in 1804, and expenditure rose as high as £238,000. His 
predecessor George III had even ordered diamonds worth £375,000 to refurbish 
the St. Edward’s Crown.26 Russian coronations in the nineteenth century were 
equally expensive, and a single number shall suffi  ce to evoke the gigantic scale of 
these celebrations: for the coronation of Czar Alexander III in 1883, a feast for 
four hundred thousand people was prepared. It is presumed, however, that six 
hundred thousand ultimately attended. Unfortunately, Richard Wortman pro-
vides no information on the expenses for the coronation festivities.27
If nothing else, these fi gures prove that many eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century princes and their entourage, but also the host cities and the Estates, did 
not deem such high costs superfl uous. Moreover, despite his fi erce criticism of his 
grandfather’s spending on ritual, Frederick II of Prussia exploited the benefi ts of 
inaugural rites himself, albeit in a less exorbitant fashion. After his assumption of 
power, he gave orders for more than ten inaugurations in the various territories 
of his composite monarchy, since he was aware of their legal importance. He 
personally assisted in Königsberg and Berlin, although—just like his father—
he refused to be crowned.28 Having seized Silesia in 1741, he participated in a 
series of inaugurations in the Silesian territories between July 1741 and March 
1743, thereby acknowledging their value for consolidating his takeover of these 
regions.29 Th is confi rms the above observation of increasing doubts as to the su-
pernatural powers coronations bestowed upon the crowned heads, but also that 
even the most enlightened rulers acknowledged the value of acts of homage for 
lending legitimacy to their rule and establishing legal bonds with their subjects. 
In short, there were good reasons to invest a good deal of time and money into 
coronations and inaugurations even after 1700.
As has been mentioned before, older literature advanced the thesis that in 
the eighteenth century, inaugural rites turned into pure spectacle in exaltation 
of princely glory. In part, of course, this notion holds true, for coronations and 
inaugurations did serve the purposes of propaganda, princely representation, and 
the glorifi cation of rulers to diff erent degrees. Christopher Clark emphasizes the 
instrumentality of the Prussian coronation of 1701, aimed at inculcating the new 
royal status on the spectators and the readers of the pamphlets and propagandis-
tic reports printed for the occasion. Frederick and his entourage assembled the 
self-coronation from ceremonial concepts borrowed from across Europe. Politi-
cal meaning permeated the highly artifi cial amalgam they created. For example, 
it broadcast the independence of the king from the Estates with respect to his 
coronation and the self-made character of his royal status. Clark calls the 1701 
coronation an assembly of traditions from elsewhere rather than an invention of 
tradition.30 Th e situation was diff erent in Milan in 1805, however, when Napo-
More than Mere Spectacle 
Coronations and Inaugurations in the Habsburg Monarchy during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries 
Edited by Klaas Van Gelder 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/VanGelderMore
Introduction  |  9
leon was crowned king of Italy. Th is remarkably complex ritual sought to accom-
modate Italian history and French empire, stressing partnership with the Italian 
elites and aimed at establishing affi  nities with and within that group.31
Th e Habsburgs were no exception to the general rule, attempting to instru-
mentalize their coronations and inaugurations as much as their fellow rulers 
did. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Zeremonialwissenschaft (ceremonial 
science) stressed the didactic-educational function of baroque ceremonies for 
commoners, thereby underscoring the instrumentalist approach to the enthrone-
ment ritual.32 Th is applies very well to Petra Vokáčová’s chapter on Charles VI’s 
Bohemian coronation in 1723. A leitmotiv in the staging of the emblems, pane-
gyric, and rhetoric surrounding Charles’s crowning seems to have been the mes-
sage of the unbreakable bond between the hereditary Kingdom of Bohemia and 
the Habsburg dynasty. Th is was the immediate response to Saxon and Bavarian 
claims to parts of Charles’s heritage. In the same vein, the coronation medals for 
Maria Th eresa in Hungary visualized historical continuity, as Werner Telesko ar-
gues in Chapter 4. Th e medals also emphasized the importance of the Kingdom 
of Hungary for the young ruler facing invasions by an international coalition 
including Prussia and Bavaria. Adam Wandruszka previously pointed out the 
cleverness of Leopold II on the occasion of his election as king of the Romans and 
his coronation as emperor in 1790: due to the mistrust raised by Joseph II’s rad-
ical policies, Leopold acted carefully. He was a champion of less costly ritual, yet 
he understood and skillfully used its power to engender trust in the Holy Roman 
Empire. Among other things, he participated in popular feasts, which gave him a 
fl air of naturalness.33 In Chapter 2 on the imperial coronations, Harriet Rudolph 
confi rms the importance of Leopold’s approachability, which formed part of a 
new style of government in which the crowning developed into a protonational 
constitutional celebration. Ritual thus was and remained a means of self-stylizing 
and propaganda.
Nevertheless, propaganda is only one part of the story and threatens to conceal 
the many actors that participated in the feverish organization and performance 
of many Habsburg public spectacles. Indeed, recent historiography on dynastic 
ritual tends to drift away from long-established top-down approaches and exam-
ines the agency of the wide range of co-organizers. Th ese include princely com-
missioners, the Estates of the diff erent regions, the magistrates of the host cities, 
urban militias, princely soldiers, the secular and regular clergy, confraternities, 
craftsmen, artists, and so on. Th eir interest in collaborating relates to the fact that 
early modern Europe was still largely a society of princes lacking written consti-
tutions in the modern sense. Th e death of a prince and the subsequent assump-
tion of power by his or her successor remained critical moments. In these tran-
sition phases, the aforementioned actors therefore communicated, negotiated, 
and compromised or clashed with regard to the nature of princely power and its 
range of action. Enthronements thus off ered opportunities for (privileged) sub-
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jects as well: they could display their own traditions, stress their free consent to 
being ruled by the new prince, and visibly act as stakeholders in the monarchical 
enterprise. Th e prince in turn had to recognize certain rights and privileges. Th e 
cultural approach to politics goes one step further yet, emphasizing the aspect of 
communication and thus including not only the co-organizers but also all partic-
ipants in the ceremonies, even the onlookers, as relevant actors. By participating 
or attending, they implicitly accepted the new ruler.
Th e extent to which groups of subjects had a say in the organization varied 
considerably from one region to another. Th e court in Vienna arranged some cor-
onations and inaugurations on a top-down basis, while others included lengthy 
negotiations with the Estates and depended on the latter’s goodwill and Vien-
na’s willingness to accommodate. Th e preparations for Charles VI’s Bohemian 
coronation in 1723 exemplify the fi rst pattern, as Petra Vokáčová documents 
in Chapter 5. It may have been one of the most magnifi cent coronations in 
eighteenth-century Europe, but the Bohemian Estates could only marginally in-
fl uence its design, let alone wrest additional guarantees to safeguard their con-
stitution from the central government. Th e opposite was true for the Austrian 
Netherlands: in these regions, the Estates swore the oath of homage after lengthy 
negotiations, as the chapters by Klaas Van Gelder and Th omas Cambrelin show. 
Th e Estates did not hesitate to exact concessions by refusing taxes and postponing 
the inaugurations, or at least threatening to do so. By employing both tactics, the 
Estates of Flanders and Brabant even succeeded in extorting an imperial promise 
to renegotiate the Barrier Treaty of 1715 with Great Britain and the Dutch Re-
public as a precondition for their oath of homage to Charles VI.34
Th e Austrian lands seem to have taken a middle ground. In 1728, at the last 
Carinthian Huldigung, the Estates negotiated with the imperial entourage only 
after the emperor had already arrived in Klagenfurt. Th is considerably curtailed 
their bargaining position. Th e main points on the agenda concerned ceremonial 
issues and the exact procedure of the inauguration.35 Th e fate of the Lower Aus-
trian Estates seems not to have been structurally diff erent, although perhaps they 
had a bit more room for maneuver. In the weeks and months preceding the act 
of homage in Lower Austria, meetings took place with delegates from both sides 
to discuss ritual and legal matters connected to the accession and the investiture. 
Until the end of the eighteenth century at least, the Lower Austrian inauguration 
provided the opportunity to hand in petitions (gravamina) to the new archduke. 
A clear solution for the problems mentioned in these petitions rarely followed 
quickly, but William D. Godsey nevertheless relates them to the positioning of 
the Estates vis-à-vis the new prince. In his view, the inauguration fi rst and fore-
most expressed the search for a consensus between the ruler and the Estates and 
their will to collaborate and tackle the task of government jointly.36 Still, these 
negotiations can hardly be compared to the long bargaining processes in the 
Netherlands. Th e same holds true for the Hungarian Estates, as Chapter 3 by 
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Fanni Hende shows. With the coronations in 1712 and 1790 following substan-
tial internal turmoil, the Viennese courts of Charles VI and his grandson Leopold 
II managed to impose versions of the diploma inaugurale on the Hungarians that 
were benefi cial to the dynasty, even though they compromised on other points 
so as not to off end the Hungarian Diet too strongly. Th e critical point seems to 
have been whether or not the organization of the inaugural rites and bargaining 
over taxes were intertwined. Where this was the case, as in the Netherlands, the 
Estates were in a much more powerful position to impose their will.
Th e fact that most inaugural rites included reciprocal oaths shows that they 
remained very meaningful in a constitutional sense, albeit to a diff erent extent in 
the various lands of the monarchy. Th e term “constitution” obtained its current 
meaning—a written basic law containing the rules of the government and out-
lining the government’s relationship with the citizens within a particular state—
only during the second half of the eighteenth century. Previously, constitutions 
consisted of an amalgam of privileges, laws, and traditions, partly passed down 
orally through the ages and partly written down. Th is compound helped create 
political unity and social order and was confi rmed during the inaugural rites, 
whose markedly festive character evoked and renewed the social and legal order 
and made it tangible.37 Th e relationship between the ruler and his or her subjects 
was therefore central to these ritual acts: it all came down to fi nding (or restor-
ing) and expressing (a fi ction of ) consensus between the constituents of the body 
politic—dissent was omnipresent but could be integrated ritually into the cele-
bration.38 Andreas Gestrich thus refers to acts of homage as “reciprocal commu-
nicative acts.”39 And even if the reciprocal character was stronger in some regions 
than in others—depending on the unique constitutional features of each region 
and of political events that had altered its relationship with Vienna—reciprocity 
remained a key feature of almost all Habsburg inaugural rites. Th e coronations 
and inaugurations discussed in this volume demonstrate the contractual and con-
sensual nature of Habsburg rule as well as the engagement of many interacting 
groups in the Habsburg project, evidenced not least in the fact that the members 
of the House of Austria never resorted to self-coronation.40 Th e few exceptions to 
the rule of reciprocity—the so-called Retroceded Lands surrounding Ieper and 
Veurne in the Austrian Netherlands, the Military Frontier securing Habsburg’s 
borders with the Ottoman Empire, perhaps also Galicia—do not contradict the 
general trend.
It was not only the outcome of the interactions between the involved stake-
holders that was important, however. Th ese interactions usually took place within 
well-established political, administrative, and symbolic-ritual frameworks; and in 
doing so, they helped to stabilize the body politic. But communication did not 
occur exclusively between the prince and his or her government apparatus on 
the one hand and the subjects and their representatives on the other. Rather, 
the organization of inaugural rites vibrated a web of material and nonmaterial 
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interests, goals, and tactics between many groups of actors who interacted partly 
in competition, partly in co-operation with each other. For the Estates and host 
cities, enthronements off ered the opportunity to bargain and obtain royal con-
fi rmation of age-old as well as recent (and even of completely new) privileges. 
Moreover, coronations and inaugurations underlined their privileged position in 
the state machinery or their ascendency over rivals. Th e Holy Roman Empire and 
the imperial coronations illustrate this perfectly. Contrary to many other polities, 
the empire had no undisputed capital, and many cities, including Aachen, Frank-
furt, Vienna, Nuremberg, and Regensburg, played a role in its constitution and 
administration. In 1759, Aachen brought before the Aulic Council (Reichshofrat) 
its petition for the return of the imperial insignia it had lost to Nuremberg in 
the fi rst quarter of the fi fteenth century, but was unsuccessful. By the sixteenth 
century, Aachen had also defi nitively lost its status as coronation city to Frank-
furt, but its status as coronation site—a privilege contained in the Golden Bull of 
1356—continued to be confi rmed time and again until the end of the eighteenth 
century.41 A similar dispute and ceremonial solution existed in the Duchy of 
Brabant between the original capital city of Leuven and the later capital, Brussels.
Not only cities bickered over privileges. In neighboring Flanders, where the 
nobility had no separate seat in the Estates’ assembly, the nobles made sure to be 
well represented during each inauguration, which was practically the only event 
allowing them to present themselves as a corporate group.42 During the Bohemian 
coronations of 1791 and 1792, Prince Lobkowitz and Prince Schwarzenberg re-
spectively asserted claims of precedence for themselves or their equipage.43 In the 
mid-seventeenth century, a dispute arose between the archbishops of Mainz and 
Cologne as to which prelate had the right to crown the newly elected emperor. By 
means of compromise, they arranged to alternate in those coronations that took 
place outside their respective dioceses. Th e subsequent Wahlkapitulationen even 
mentioned this agreement, which seems to have been respected until the end of 
the Holy Roman Empire.44 What all these examples show is that the symbolic 
stakes were high, that quarrels were frequent, and that solutions could be of a 
ceremonial as well as a material nature.
Enthronements thus off ered a stage for corporations and individual partici-
pants to display their rank in society. Over the past two decades, a new gener-
ation of historians, with Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger as one of its pioneers, has 
stressed that premodern political actions were always symbolic in nature. Th is 
applies not only to performative public rites and ceremonies, however, as had 
long been assumed—symbolic actions also shaped the gatherings and discussions 
that nineteenth- and twentieth-century historians considered to be solely for the 
purpose of policy-making, such as diets, Estates’ assemblies, and council meet-
ings. To sit or not to sit, to sit or stand closer to the ruler, to sit or stand at his or 
her right or left side, to sit on an individual chair—with or without cushion and/
or armrests—or simply on a bench were meaningful indicators of social status. 
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Simultaneously, these indicators helped establish and circumscribe status. And in 
the same manner, the spot occupied in a procession or during an inauguration 
or coronation, as well as the acts one was entitled to perform and the dress one 
was allowed to wear at these occasions, were by no means trivial. During the early 
modern period, the signifi cance of hierarchy, rank, and precedence increased due 
to the growing amount of handwritten and printed documents communicat-
ing order of rank to an audience—contemporary and future—much larger than 
the number of actual spectators at a given event. Th is increased the pressure to 
claim positions, as even the slightest omission could become a precedent for the 
disadvantage of later generations. Every seat or spot in a public ritual had legal 
and social relevance. Or, in the terminology of David M. Luebke, public spec-
tacles such as coronations and inaugurations were a unique opportunity to “the-
atricalize social order.”45 Th anks to the ever more widespread coverage of public 
celebrations in prints and newspapers, this remained true—and possibly even 
became more compelling—in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Several 
authors in this book refer to this reality, including Fanni Hende, who describes 
the change in precedence at the Hungarian coronation banquet after Archduke 
Leopold Alexander was elected as the new palatine in 1790 (Chapter 3), and 
Klaas Van Gelder, who mentions the discussion on the numbers of delegates in 
the Flemish inaugurations (Chapter 6).
Th e importance of the medial outreach of public ceremonies thus increased. 
Printed and often illustrated offi  cial and unoffi  cial coronation or inauguration 
books, commemorative medals, engravings, newspapers, and panegyric leafl ets 
spread the news of the celebrations and the multitude of messages of the ritual 
gestures, decorations, and musical-theatrical performances. As a result, the total 
audience was much larger than the group of immediate participants and on-
lookers, allowing inaugural rites to achieve international resonance.46 Of course, 
many sources (most of them written on behalf of the organizers) must be evalu-
ated critically, since they invariably stress the magnitude of the attending crowd 
to lend increased legitimacy to the respective act. Numerous thanksgivings, artil-
lery salvos, Te Deums, and sermons across the respective country similarly served 
as multipliers.47 Furthermore, the progress of the new ruler and his or her court 
to the site of the investiture and back home often became a triumphal and cel-
ebratory journey, an extension of the act of enthronement itself. Th is was not 
unimportant for the Habsburgs in particular, who had to travel large distances to 
the many capital cities in their multiterritorial monarchy.48
Given the large number of bystanders that the enthronements attracted and 
the growing circle of inhabitants and foreigners eager to learn more about them, 
commercial incentives played an increasing role for certain actors participating in 
or observing them as well. Grandiose public celebrations, which the coronations 
and inaugurations as well as liturgical processions, jubilees and commemora-
tions, solemn entries of prelates and governors, and celebrations of peace treaties 
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or royal marriages and births doubtlessly were, attracted thousands of spectators 
to the hosting city. In the course of the eighteenth century, a genuine form of 
tourism developed around these celebrations—a process that was both demand- 
and supply-driven. Precise and reliable numbers of spectators are rare. Neverthe-
less, given the enormous publicity that many host cities generated for upcoming 
investitures in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, it is safe to assume 
that these events were well-attended and lucrative. Estimations of the crowd at 
Leopold II’s coronation in Frankfurt in 1790 run as high as eighty thousand.49 
Th e people’s celebrations (Volksfeste) at Francis II’s and Ferdinand I’s Bohemian 
coronations in 1792 and 1836 are said to have attracted forty and sixty thousand 
spectators respectively.50 At the same time, printed souvenirs ranging from cheap 
leafl ets to luxuriously bound treatises and festival books fl ooded the market, as 
Harriet Rudolph exemplifi es for Leopold’s imperial coronation (Chapter 2). Th e 
agency of the ruler in this development was limited, while the agency of com-
mercial actors not associated with the offi  cial organizers became ever more real.51
Besides being—or rather remaining—a vehicle for propaganda, a focal point 
of political bargaining processes at diff erent levels, and a means of visualizing 
order of rank, investiture ritual also refl ected political developments and trans-
formations in society. Th ere was, in the words of David Cannadine, a “dynamic 
dialogue between ritual and society.”52 In the early eighteenth century, baroque 
princely representation of monarchical authority was an essential attribute of Aus-
trian rule and underlined the Gottesgnadentum—the divinely mandated character 
of kings—of the Habsburg dynasty. Th e display of pompous ritual and visual arts 
laden with historical, mythological, and antique allegories reached its climax in 
what has been called the Kaiserstil displayed during the reign of Charles VI.53 Th e 
sophisticated iconographic messages sent out during Charles’s Bohemian coro-
nation in 1723 (chapter by Petra Vokáčová) or the coronation medals for Maria 
Th eresa in the 1740s (chapter by Werner Telesko) illustrate the many overlap-
ping layers of meaning that allowed for diff erent readings. Nevertheless, a pub-
lic sphere emerged and matured alongside court culture in eighteenth-century 
Europe, and this public gradually supplanted the courts as the driving force of 
European culture. Essential characteristics of the public sphere were the exchange 
of information, ideas, and criticism through newspapers, novels, public concerts, 
art exhibitions, coff ee houses, and public libraries.54 At the same time, supported 
by cameralist and Enlightenment thinkers, the concepts of the social contract 
and popular sovereignty gained increasing infl uence, and the notion of “the state” 
or even “the nation” came to replace “the prince” as the sole source of law and 
legitimate power within a specifi c territorial circumscription. As the eighteenth 
century drew to a close, princes were primarily regarded as servants of the state—
and in several states, they had to integrate the rise of national identity into their 
own agenda and purpose.55 Th is also infl uenced the function of coronations, as 
Harriet Rudolph and William D. Godsey explain in Chapters 2 and 9.56
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Modern political ideas and social tensions shook the foundations of Europe 
during the last quarter of the eighteenth century. Revolutions in Britain’s North 
American colonies, France, the Austrian Netherlands, the Prince-Bishopric of 
Liège, and elsewhere, spurred by an ever more lively, fearless, and less controlla-
ble public sphere, attacked the very idea of a God-given monarchy. Th ey led to 
Europe’s fi rst modern constitutions, to territorial rearrangements, and to dem-
ocratic experiments on a supralocal level. Th e Habsburg Monarchy was not 
untouched by these developments. Joseph II’s anticeremonial stance and his 
far-reaching reforms, followed by the ensuing revolution in the Austrian Nether-
lands and the loss of these rich territories, struck the monarchy hard. But despite 
the revolutionary upheavals, Napoleon’s military ventures across the continent, 
Francis II’s assumption of the title of Austrian Emperor in 1804, and the dissolu-
tion of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806, the Habsburg Monarchy would retain 
its estates-based structure until 1848. With the exception of the last chapter on 
the Hungarian coronation of 1867, all authors in this volume deal with inaugural 
rites within this estates-based framework, which sets the discussed investitures 
apart from the coronations in France after 1789 or the inaugurations in the new 
parliamentary monarchies that came into being in the nineteenth century, such 
as the Netherlands and Belgium.
Th e question remains, however, how the aforementioned developments af-
fected the diff erent investitures in the Habsburg Monarchy. William D. Godsey 
provides a concise answer in his chapter using the example—among others—of 
Tyrol: this Alpine princely county obtained a constitutional patent in 1816 in 
the wake of the Napoleonic upheavals. Francis I’s subsequent inauguration in 
May 1816 was the fi rst Habsburg inaugural rite to take place within this new 
and henceforth no longer unwritten constitutional framework. Th e emperor did 
not swear an oath, and the celebration no longer enacted a constitution. Godsey 
calls this Tyrolean inauguration “the fi rst thoroughly modern Habsburg inaugu-
ral ceremony.”
Another new feature of several inaugural rites during the revolutionary era 
was the emphasis on national identity and patriotic pride. Hugh LeCaine Agnew 
masterfully demonstrates how both the Bohemian Estates and the Czech “awak-
eners,” a group of intellectual patriots, used the Prague coronations in 1791, 
1792, and 1836 to express Bohemia’s unique status in the monarchy. Th ey cer-
tainly had diverging interests and political goals, but the coronations served both 
groups of people who understood themselves as legitimate bearers of Czech iden-
tity in completely diff erent ways. Elements that underlined that identity were the 
ritual use of the Czech language in greetings and welcome speeches during the 
coronation, and even more so in the preceding swearing of the oath of fealty, the 
appearance of the traditional offi  cers of the Bohemian crown lands, the creation 
of new knights of the Order of St. Wenceslas, and perhaps most of all the display 
of the so-called St. Wenceslas’s Crown that was returned from Vienna to Prague 
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in 1791. Completely new forms of entertainment alongside the coronations high-
lighted the achievements and cultural heritage of the Kingdom of Bohemia, such 
as industrial exhibitions, sessions of the Royal Bohemian Society of Sciences, and 
people’s celebrations in which peasants from all parts of the country participated 
in traditional costumes.57 Similarly, Harriet Rudolph underlines in Chapter 2 
that the festivities surrounding the last two imperial coronations featured na-
tionalistic characteristics relating to Germany as an imagined nation. William D. 
Godsey also argues in Chapter 9 that several Habsburg inaugural rites after 1790 
served to boost popular patriotic support beyond territorial identities, not least 
to support Austria’s war eff orts against Napoleonic France.
Th e argument that inaugural rites in the Habsburg Monarchy did not fall victim 
to modernity but instead adapted to changing circumstances in the revolutionary 
era is in line with fi ndings for other monarchies. Matthias Schwengelbeck speaks 
of a “ceremonial renaissance” in the nineteenth century, which was a response to 
the growing pressure to legitimize monarchy in postrevolutionary Europe. Th e 
organizers of dynastic ritual still largely drew on traditional elements, but these 
often lost their legal and constitutional meanings. Th e turning point, according 
to Schwengelbeck, was the introduction of written constitutions, as a result of 
which inaugural acts as constitutions in actu became dispensable.58 Focusing on 
several German states such as Prussia and Baden, he shows how the inaugural acts 
gradually developed into performances devoid of legal consequences. Investitures 
such as William I’s coronation in Königsberg in 1861 no longer entailed a change 
of status. Nevertheless, they lent legitimacy to governments that were undergoing 
radical changes in the transition from estates-based to parliamentary monarchies. 
Newspapers played a major role in this process, which explains the heightened 
importance of censorship while at the same time exposing the dwindling chances 
to monopolize the readings of ritual performances.59
Th e transition Schwengelbeck perceives in nineteenth-century Germany 
can be observed in other monarchies as well, but it was by no means univer-
sal. Th e Kingdom of Hungary provides an interesting counterexample, as Judit 
Beke-Martos argues in the last chapter of this volume. Hungary lacked a proper 
written constitution until 1949, as a result of which the coronation with the St. 
Stephen’s Crown did not lose its constitutional signifi cance. Even though Fran-
cis Joseph was the actual reigning king of Hungary from 1848 onward, he was 
the de jure king only after his crowning in Buda and Pest in 1867. Th e act was 
necessary to bestow upon him the entirety of the royal authority and sovereignty. 
His coronation and the issuing of a diploma inaugurale were central parts of the 
Compromise that established the dual Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and put an 
end to almost two decades of constitutional crisis.60
In light of these observations, several concluding remarks can be made. Be-
hind the seeming outward invariability of the main components of coronations 
and inaugurations, their format was easily adaptable to changes in society. Th ey 
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survived antiritualistic attacks—and contrary to previously held notions, these 
attacks may even emphasize their importance: Joseph II’s decision to forego most 
inaugural rites signals his eagerness not to be bound by them. Investiture rites 
were reinterpreted during revolutionary turmoil, the rise of nationalist ideologies, 
and the promulgation of written constitutions. It is diffi  cult to detect distinct 
ruptures in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Habsburg inaugural rites 
other than the end of the estates-based society in 1848.61 Maurer’s claim that the 
French Revolution constituted a clear break in the history of festivities in Europe 
cannot be applied to the coronations and inaugurations in the Habsburg Monar-
chy, as this volume clearly shows.62 Enlightenment thinking obviously helped to 
sharpen criticism of ritual and desacralize monarchic rule, even in the Habsburg 
territories. But the inaugural rites performed by the House of Austria in the late 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries nevertheless testify to the remaining validity 
of contractual rulership and the continued importance of the link between the 
dynasty and the Church. Th e historian can thus derive several benefi ts from the 
study of these coronations and inaugurations. On a general level, they are illus-
trative for the role and images of royalty in a modernizing society. Th ey reveal 
changing political identities and shifting power relations between the dynasty 
and the privileged partners in the body politic. Specifi cally for the Habsburgs, 
they also clarify the extent to which contractual rule and the composite character 
of the monarchy remained essential features not only before 1848, but also there-
after—and this despite the connecting Austrian emperorship.
Th is volume has the ambition to give the neglected enthronement ritual in the 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Habsburg Monarchy the scholarly attention 
it deserves. However, in no way does it claim to be exhaustive. Th e essays in this 
book, as well as the Afterword by Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly, are new steps in shift-
ing historical attention to coronations and inaugurations during the fi nal decades 
of the early modern period and the turn to contemporary history. Th e attentive 
reader will notice that some important Habsburg lands have no separate chapter 
in this book, among them Upper and Lower Austria, the Inner Austrian lands, and 
the Italian possessions. Dozens of inaugural rites in territories such as Bukovina, 
Transylvania, and the Innviertel also need to be examined to obtain a full picture 
of the functionality and developments of Habsburg’s investitures. Another item 
on the historical agenda should be the wider reception of these celebrations and 
the diff erent meanings contemporaries ascribed to them. For this, scholars need 
to look beyond the offi  cial reports. What tensions did these performances hide, 
and how did diff erent groups of spectators interpret them? Perhaps Edward Muir’s 
contention that ritual was not primarily about transferring meaning, but about 
touching the emotions should be borne in mind when tackling these questions.63 
Th e authors in this volume formulate some initial answers in hopes that their con-
tributions will incite new research into the splendid world of Habsburg’s inaugural 
rites that, even after 1700, were much more than mere spectacle.
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